[Social disparities in morbidity and mortality: what are the causes?].
In Germany, as in many other western industrialized nations, a paradoxical trend can be observed: On the one hand, life expectancy continues to rise and both prevalence and incidence rates decrease for many groups of diagnoses. On the other hand, social disparities in morbidity and mortality are becoming more pronounced. This review's aim is to introduce a teaching framework concerning initial conditions and related factors of this "social gradient" on the basis of a critical synopsis of the current state of the relevant research and discussions, taking into account aspects of material inequality as well as social differences in the distribution of working and living conditions. In addition, the role of cultural capital and the relationship between social background and lifestyle will be described in detail. Finally, psychosocial and biological determining factors as well as potential selective processes are also considered in our model. The growing gap of social inequalities in health and life expectancy is a potential source of social conflicts. The "teaching framework model of the social gradient of morbidity and mortality" that is presented in this article helps to minimize explanatory deficits and will present clinicians with new ideas about the multifactorial origin of global and specific morbidity as well as important new perspectives for future preventative policies.